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Mayor Scott Gillingham tries to take Transit at least twice a month.
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From the back of the bus, from rider complaints, from the unfilled driver jobs,
Scott Gillingham sees the problems with Transit

JOYANNE PURSAGA

AYOR Scott Gillingham climbs
M aboard the No. 11 bus at Polo

Park around 8 a.m. to begin
his commute to city hall.

After paying with his Winnipeg
Transit Peggo card, he settles into
the second last row of what, at this
point, is a near-empty bus.

Even from his perch, the mayor is
always the mayor. As the bus slowly
fills up with passengers on its way
downtown along Portage Avenue,

January 4, 2024 12:03 pm (GMT -6:00)

INTRANSIT

A'special series on the state of the city's
public transportation system

Gillingham is taking stock of what’s
happening both inside and outside.

“I can check out the bus shelters,
what’s happening, ones that are dam-
aged, ones that have people sleeping
(in them),” says Gillingham, joined by
a Free Press reporter for a commute

in early December.

This bus trip is not simply a pho-
to-op. The mayor tries to take Transit
at least twice a month. It allows him
to gauge how the service is running
and helps guide policy decisions, he
says.

Winnipeg Transit has an identity
problem. High-profile incidents of
violence and stories about service
disruptions have shaped the public’s
view. But the perception is not always
areflection of the everyday reality.

A few rows back from a code-of-

conduct notice posted inside the bus,
the mayor notes his rides have been
largely uneventful.

“Often, we talk about incidents of
aggression... But I think it’s import-
ant to point out that every day, thou-
sands and thousands of Winnipeggers
are using Transit without incident,”
he says.
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During the 40-minute ride with fre-
quent stops — this wasn’t the express
route to city hall —no one is spotted
failing to pay a fare, acting aggres-
sively or otherwise disrupting fellow
riders. Most passengers keep quiet,
with some appearing to fall asleep, or
at least close their eyes.

Of course, delays and safety threats
can disrupt some rides, with violence
and missed buses triggering headlines
over the past several years. There
were 104 reported assaults against bus
drivers in 2022, according to Winni-
peg Transit. That marked the highest
number since 2000, the earliest year
for which data is available.

Another 91 assaults were reported in
2023, as of Oct. 13.

The Amalgamated Transit Union
Local 1505, which represents Winnipeg
Transit drivers, has said the number
is even higher when other security
threats are included. ATU reported
208 Transit security incidents as of
mid-October, up from 130 throughout
2022, once all types of assault are
factored in: attempted assault, verbal
threats, steering wheel grabs, shield
punches, spitting, attempted robbery,
theft, property damage, open liquor,
drinks being poured on drivers and
use of bear repellent spray.

Meanwhile, a persistent driver
shortage has resulted in an increase of
service disruption throughout the fall.

That needs to be addressed, Gill-
ingham said, as transit is an essential
service for many who have no choice
but to rely on buses.

Mayor Scott Gillingham says the driver shortage presents the biggest roadblock to expanding

and improving service.

“For a lot of people, it’s the only
means of transportation,” he says.

During a post-ride interview in his
office, Gillingham says his vision to
modernize bus service largely hinges
on ensuring changes in the Winnipeg
Transit Master Plan are implemented
as soon as possible.

The plan, which was approved by
council in April 2021, will redraw
nearly all existing bus routes, create a
network of six rapid transit corridors,
and add electric buses to the fleet over
the next two decades.

“I think the Transit Master Plan
aims to address some of the barriers
for people that prevent them from
riding a bus. We need our system to be
more frequent and more reliable and
those are (at) the heart of the changes
that will be made in the implemen-
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tation of the Transit Master Plan.
Traditionally, Winnipeg has been an
auto-centric city and there are people
right now who perhaps don’t even
consider transit an option for them.

It doesn’t cross their mind to even
consider using transit. But, by my own
experience, once I used transit and, in
my case, discovered the convenience
of it, I (was) more likely to use it,” he
says.

Gillingham says a critical piece is a
route overhaul that’s currently expect-
ed to take effect in June 2025. The new
system is slated to introduce a new
primary network that will increase the
frequency on many routes. A tiered
system should see a bus arrive at least
every 10 minutes during rush hour and
at least every 15 minutes during the
rest of the day on top-tier routes.

The mayor notes the driver short-
age presents the biggest roadblock to
expanding and improving service.

By late November, Winnipeg Transit
had hired 130 new drivers in 2023 but
still fell 109 short of a full complement.
At that point, Transit had about 890
active drivers. About 160 to 170 more
operators would be needed to provide a
full, pre-pandemic service level.

During the 2022 election campaign,
Gillingham promised to ensure full
service was restored this year but
he blames the unfilled positions for
keeping that pledge from becoming
areality. Currently, there’s no target
date to resume full service.

“We need to be able to recruit and
retain Transit operators so we can
deliver transit service at 100 per cent
of service levels. And, also, we need
transit operators so we can effectively
deploy the Transit Master Plan,” he
said.

He noted that waiting will also be
required on additional campaign
pledges to add 11 net new buses each
year to the busiest routes from 2024 to
2026 and on-demand suburban service,
which had been expected to start with
Castlebury Meadows-Waterford Green
in the city’s northwest quadrant in late
2023.

“What we want to be able to do is,
when a new community is established,
as soon as possible, get transit ser-
vice into those communities, so that
the people living in those areas see
transit as an option for them. It’s key to
reducing our greenhouse-gas (emis-
sions), it’s key to having fewer vehicles
on the road. So, delivering transit into
new residential areas is an important
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priority ... (But) we don’t have enough
operators right now to (even) deliver
the current service at 100 per cent
service levels,” Gillingham said.

The city is taking safety concerns
seriously, pointing to the new team of
community safety officers who will be
devoted to buses and bus stops, which
he expects will help retain and attract
drivers, he said. The safety officers
are expected to begin working in
February.

Gillingham’s election platform also
called for Transit to test new security
measures at major bus stops, such
as enhanced lighting and emergency
call buttons. He hopes the community
safety team can help determine which
options would work best and where
they are most needed.

While Transit has also heard com-
plaints about passengers who fail to
pay their fares, Gillingham says the
initial focus of the new safety team
won'’t be on collecting payment.

“At this point, the focus of the
community safety officers is to make
sure that the bus is a safe place to be
... (and) I don’t want to see our transit
operators get into conflict or an adver-
sarial situation where they’re trying to
enforce bus fares.

“We want our operators to be safe.
So, let’s focus, first of all, at getting
the community safety officer team
onto our buses, improving the system,
making the system safer and I would
like to see, too, if there’s a correspond-
ing impact that sees a reduction in fare
evasion just by those officers being
present.”
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